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 Foreword 
From what I have noticed in the past years, during discussions with fellow 
PhD-students, it is nearly inescapable for one to be changed by one’s research. 
The research topic can become an obsession, a compulsion, a beloved. During 
seminars, the questions PhD-students ask are often more related to their own 
research than to the research presented at the seminar. I do not mean this to 
sound disparagingly, it just shows how a research can steer the researcher as 
much as the researcher steers the research. I remember reading about the case of 
a medical student working on syphilis, who admitted to having grown a certain 
affection for those persistent little microbes. I cannot say I have fallen in love 
with the topic of my research of the past four years, but it did change the way in 
which I look at certain things. 
Analysing the ways in which people speak and write about ‘the West’, 
that is, analysing Occidentalism, has become a second nature. Reifications of a 
monolithic West, or discussions of US-EU rivalry, the West as devoid of 
spirituality or the West as harbinger of lofty political philosophies (and a 
foreign policy that does not match these): even if it is merely in half a sentence, 
I take note of it. And how often do I take note of it! It seems indeed as if there 
is an increasing trend to typify the West, to describe it in an attempt to control 
and steer its power. More and more books are published - in the West as 
elsewhere - that seek to enlighten the reader about what the West means, what 
Western values are, how Western civilization began. Clearly then, the West has 
become a topic of inquiry. In this book I provide the reader with the findings 
from my research into how this inquiry is conducted in contemporary Egypt. 
 I start from the premise that no image is free from distortion. It is a 
truism that images of the other (alterities) are always co-determined by images 
of the self (identities). I am therefore not interested in checking the truth of 
Egyptian intellectuals’ images of the West: I am interested rather in how these 
images serve a discursive purpose. This book is therefore not exactly the 
reverse of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), in which the author not only 
uncovered the distortions of the image of the Orient and explained why this 
image was thus distorted, but also decried this distortion vociferously.
Do I then not decry anything? In fact I do. I lament the gap between 
intellectuals on either side of the Mediterranean. The fact that Egyptian and 
other Arab intellectuals are rarely heard in the West allows for the continuation 
of misunderstandings and wilful distortions among all parties concerned. It is 
however particularly the Egyptian and perhaps the wider Arab intellectual scene 
that suffers from this isolation. While in the West whole libraries are filled with 
books warning against essentialism, many of the most prominent Egyptian 
intellectuals do not seem worried at all that their writings on a monolithic West 
may be misleading. Also within a Western context it is common to find (auto-
)references to some self-explanatory West. Either we are presented with the 
idea of the West as some ancient force of civilization, that needs to stand firm 
to the point of creating a kind of ‘United States of the West’ (Nemo 2004), or 
the West is materialistic, racist, sexist or otherwise evil, sometimes unseemly 
enough in combination with a forceful rejection of similar essentializations of 
Islam and the Orient (Geneive Abdo 2000). If apart from description and 
analysis my research does have an objective, it is to give wings to the 
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observation that essentializing the West is as grave a mistake as essentializing 
the Orient, Islam or the Arab. Perhaps this book is not so much unlike Said’s 
then, after all. Yarêt.
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vA note on annotation 
Customarily one would opt for either the adoption of a bibliography with an 
annotation system that refers to the bibliography, or for annotation in full, 
without a bibliography. I have not followed either of these courses. The present 
book has both a bibliography and full annotation. That means that the first time 
a certain publication is referred to in a note, all its bibliographic details are 
given. Consequent references to this publication will be shortened to the name 
of the author or (a shortened version of) the title. The reason why I insisted on 
full annotation is that in this manner all references to Arabic titles can be given 
in translation, without depriving readers familiar with Arabic of the opportunity 
to be informed of the original Arabic title on the same page. 
A note on transliteration
In transliterating Arabic names and titles I have opted for a simplified 
transliteration based on the transliteration used at the Library of Congress, 
without diacritical marks and writing [g] for gîm instead of [j], and in which 
emphatic consonants and the pharyngeal [h] are not distinguished from their 
more common counterparts, and in which ayn and alif are written as [‘] and [’] 
respectively. A more elaborate transliteration would clutter the page and would 
do so needlessly, since the Arabist reader will read the words properly 
regardless of the transliteration, while the non-Arabist reader has no use for 
knowing the difference between sâd and sîn. Final tâ marbûtah is always 
written as -ah (even in genitive constructions).
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